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This paper is a descriptive study on local tourists‘ perceptions and preferences on Penang cuisine. The main 
objective of this study was to describe the preferences of local tourists on famous food of Penang. Also the 
study looked the contributing food factors that attract them to Penang. The primary data was collected via 
questionnaires and interview. The study employed a convenience sampling technique; at random opinions of 50 
local tourists who came to eat at Padang Kota Lama Court, Penang. The results of the study illustrated that most 
of the local tourists enjoyed the consumption of the local Penang foods based on the four cultural differences 
(Chinese, Malay, Indian-Muslim (Mamak) and Peranakan Chinese (Baba & Nyonya).  
 




Malaysia is a country which the communities live with variety of races and religions in harmony. There are 
fourteen states in Malaysia; Penang is one of the third state largest economic contributing to country wealth, 
technology and other opportunities as well after Selangor and Johor.  Penang is known with an image of the 
―pearl of the orient‖. It is an image of finest culture and heritage in Malaysia. Penang population is almost 
reaching 1.56 million people (sources from Department of Statistic Malaysia). Penang is always known for its 
busy states due to business and attractions especially foods.  
 
―Diverse people from all over the world contributed to what makes Penang different from today- the 
cosmopolitan culture, the architecture, the festivals and the food‖ 
              Salma Nasution Khoo (2007) 
 
In food cultural study, it is commonly highlighted that every races signature their own food representatives.  
Different states present a uniqueness collection of their own popular foods by traditions. For example in Penang,  
Malays are famous for its Mee Laksa Penang, Indians famous for its Nasi Kandar and Pasembur meanwhile 
Chinese are well known for their street hawker foods such as Penang Mee Curry  and Penang Char Kuew Teow. 
Padang Kota is located at Georgetown Penang. Salma (2007) believe that the local communities or known as 
Penangites refer to Georgetown as their hometown as their overrun village. The author stated that Georgetown is 
actually a group of urban villages and customary neighborhoods. With variety of cultures makes Penang became 
one (unite) in which the collection of miscellaneous food cultures bring in to Penang. Tourists and travelers may 
have different perception and culture of conduct in which they desire for a worldwide type of foods and drinks. 
(Boniface, 2003, p.28)  
According to Chong (2011), Penang Asam Laksa was ranked seventh of fifty most scrumptious food in the 
world as stated in global poll that leaned greatly towards Asian flavors. Which mean, the main reason tourist 
and travelers frequent travel to Penang because of it is well-known in the world and become travelers‘ choice of 
food when travelling to Penang. Hence, travelers and tourists can explore the history building in Padang Kota 
area while hunt for foods.  
As referred to Montana and Charnov (2008), a food falls under physiological of Maslow Hierarchy of Needs 
Theory as it is a basic human need in life to survive to satisfy their own needs. This means that travellers travel 
from far just to satisfy their own need which is to search for foods while staying at destination they visited.  
 
“Food is life, and life can be studied and understood through food…. Food is both a scholarly concern 
and a real-life concern” 
Counihan & Van Esterik (1997) 
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 Food is thus present in all areas of life. Food lies at the heart of every economy and hence a central pawn in 
political strategies of states and households. Food and eating goes beyond biology into economic, political, 
social and cultural contexts. In order to navigate such range of theoretical limitations, a deeper perceptive of 
food therefore requires understanding from a broad range of inter-disciplinary perspectives (Counihan & Van 
Esterik, 1997). 
Penang is known for food paradise in Malaysia. Many local and foreign tourists especially the local 
communities themselves attracted to eat foods in Penang as the state offer a variety of food cultures. Each 
person has their own favorite foods. But most of people especially travelers repeatedly loves to travel around the 
state due to business and leisure purpose. Sometimes foods influence people‘s behavior with the choices food 
selection as their favorite food.  However, people do not realize with the socio-cultural rationale of food habit 
and preferences of tourists because they only enjoy it and do not aware of the exclusivity uniqueness of food 
that motivates them to go there. So, given the situations, the local government takes serious effort to discover 
factors of food cultures as a source of motivation visits Penang. 
Therefore, this research aims to identify the factor of ―local cuisine‖ which motivate local tourist to travel to 
Penang. Besides, this paper will report local tourists‘ preferences on local cuisine, their eating out pattern and 




Penang is known for its image ―Pearl of the Orient‖. A state in the north region of Malaysia attracts food 
enthusiasts and those who love exciting beaches and rich cultural experiences. It is a representation of finest 
culture and heritage in Malaysia. Penang population is almost reached 2.4 million people. Penang is always 
known for its busy states due to business activities and cultural attractions especially local cuisines. As we all 
know, every races signature their own food. Different states have different represent their own popular foods. 
According to (Artinah et al, 2010), food has been found to be an attribute whereby tourists perceive the 
attractiveness of a destination for a reason other than climate, accommodation and captivating scenery, thus, it is 
a fundamental element of the tourist product. The variety of choices of food available in a destination can attract 
and serve as motivator for tourist to visit the destination. Besides, (Sangmi and Ki-Joon, 2011) identify that 
marketers select consistent brand elements for product identification, unique features are emphasized from a 
destination‘s architecture, culture, food, festivals, history, and natural resources to create desirable perceptions. 
Cultural values, beliefs and practices are usually so ingrained that they are invisible in the day-to-day life of the 
individual; unaware of influences that exert on their food habits. Regardless of this, most people feel that they 
are fully independent in the choice of foods made in their diets. In actual effect, many constraints operate in 
limiting their choices.  
Food choice, like any complex human behavior, will be influenced by many interrelating factors. A number 
of models seeking to delineate the effects of likely influences have been put forward in the literature (e.g. Khan, 
1981; Pilgrim, 1957; Randall and Sanjur, 1981; Shepherd, 1985). These models do not indicate likely 
mechanisms of action of the multitude of factors identified, nor do they quantify the relative importance of, or 
interactions between, factors. As such they fall short of determining conclusively factors that are predictive of 
food choice. Nonetheless they contribute to understanding the factors that influence food habits. 
Figure 2 displayed the factors influencing food choice are categorized as those related to the food, to the person 
making the choice and to the external economic and social environment within which the choice is made 
(Shepherd, 1985). 
In applying Maslow's theory of human maturation to food habits Lowenberg (1970) presents a motivational 
framework for the development of food habits that takes into account the biocultural nature of food needs : (1). 
Physical needs for survival: This is the most basic use of food, nearly equivalent to feeding. Daily nutrient needs 
must be met before more complex food use can occur. (2) Social needs for security: Once the immediate need 
for food is satisfied, future needs can be considered. The storage of food, in a granary or in a refrigerator, 
represents security. (3) Belongingness: This use of food shows that an individual belongs to a group. The need 
to belong is satisfied by consuming the foods that are eaten by the social group as a whole. (4) Status: Food can 
be used to define social position. Champagne and caviar imply wealth; mesquite-grilled foods and goat cheese 
suggest upward mobility; beans or potatoes are traditionally associated with the poor. Status foods are used for 
social interaction. (5) Self-realization: This stage of food use occurs when all previous stages have been 
achieved to the individual's satisfaction. Personal preference takes precedence, and the individual may 
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It has also been proposed that many of the influences on food choice are likely to be mediated by the beliefs 
and attitudes held by an individual, exemplified by Aizen and Fishbein‘s structured attitude models such as the 
theory of reasoned action (1980) and its extension in the form of the theory of planned behaviour (Aizen, 1988). 
Beliefs about the nutritional quality and health effects of a food may be more important than the actual 
nutritional quality and health consequences in determining a person's choice. So too various marketing, 
economic, social, cultural, religious or demographic factors may act through the attitudes and beliefs held by the 
person, but not as independent influences on behavior. Therefore, another route towards a better understanding 
of the influence of different factors on food choice is possible by studying the relationship between choice and 





The research employed a descriptive study method. According to Sekaran and Bougie (2010; 105) 
descriptive study is defined as research study that describes the variables in situation of interest to the 
researcher. This research used nominal and dichotomous and interval scale to obtain the data. The survey 
consists of local tourists totaling of 50 respondents. Data was collected at Padang Kota Lama, the famous food 
eatery in Penang. Padang Kota Lama was chosen as the study population for this study because it serves variety 
of choices of local cuisines. Convenience sampling techniques were being employed for the interview session. 
The data obtain was then analyzed using SPSS statistical package. 
 
Findings and Discussion 
  
For the demographic profile, there respondent were consists of 28 males and 22 females. The respondent was 
local tourist which were majority of them are Malays. Padang Kota lama served Halal food and it is one of the 
main place to dine out which attract mostly the Malays. Majority (58%) are married couples with family. The 
result also indicated that people that went to the Padang Kota Lama Food court are mostly from the middle 
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Figure 2: Food establishment visited when dine out 
 
The pie chart in figure 2 displayed local tourists‘ preference when dining out. Majority favors the hawker 
foods. Overall, Mamak stall gain the highest visits of than any other food establishment. The Baba & Nyonya 




Figure 3: Local tourist knowledge about food culture 
 
Mostly all of the local tourists have knowledge of local cuisine of the state of Penang. This knowledge is 
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Figure 4: Reason travel to Penang 
 
The survey also reports their main reason for traveling to Penang is because of food. The remaining 42% of 
the local tourists stated reasons due to visiting relatives, leisure or other business that they have to do. Most of 
them agreed that Penang is Malaysian best place for food hunting. Finally, all of them agreed that each 





Figure 5: Frequency on sources of Information of Penang Food availability 
 
In reporting sources of information on availability of Penang food, mostly got the information about food in 
Penang from their peers. Information form website constitute website 14% and others are 12%. Words of mouth 
information is very effective thus it influence more visitors to Penang to enjoy the foods and to promote Penang 
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Figure 6: Frequency of Why Respondents Love Penang Food? 
 
Figure 6 shows the reason why local tourists love Penang foods. This is because of the uniqueness of food 
culture. The uniqueness of the food come from the culture of the people which come from the various 
background and race which they portrayed in the food they served. The term uniqueness in this study refers to 
method during the preparation of food, the use of fresh ingredients, and the traditional skills that they use to 
prepare the food. These 3 factor much come together to meet the expectation of customers who visited Padang 
Kota lama. These factors are also important to attract more customers and to maintain their regular customers 
























Figure 7: Favorite Food 
 
Figure 7 above shows that Penang Char Kuay Teow is favored, followed by Nasi Kandar and Rojak 
Passembur.  For the food that they dislike most is the Hokkien Mee. Penang Char Kuay Teow and Nasi Kandar 
are well known among Malaysian, and Penang is noted for its originality in terms of taste. It requires skills and 
experience to produce a good taste of Char Kuay Teow and Nasi Kandar.  
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Figure 8: Frequency of local tourist Trend When Eating Out 
 
The above chart showed the trend of local tourist trend when eating out for their daily food consumption.  
The most important thing that they look for is the location whether the place are near or far from their place of 
stay.  The next important criteria when choosing the place to eat is that its service quality delivered followed by 
the quality of the food that the place has to offer. The least important things that they consider are in terms of the 
variation of food available. 
 
 
Figure 9: Frequency of Practice When Choosing Food 
 
Figure 9 reports the factors to be considered in choosing food. Several things to be considered in the 
practice of choosing food including price, familiarity of the food, the food presentation, the popularity, and the 
nutrition that the food contains. Therefore, in this study the respondents chose the popularity of the food as the 
most important aspect, followed by the familiarity of the food itself and food presentation. The least important 
aspect is the price of food and the nutrition that the food contains. 
To enrich the data for the findings, interview was also done to enhance the level of detail on food habits and 
preferences. The respondents were asked to answer questions on their origin, the food, their expectations, and 
the quality of food which are related to their culture and ethnicity.  
Our interview found out that most of the local tourists report that the trend towards eating out and frequency 
at which hawkers food outlets are visited suggest that home cooked food are not much practiced as much today 
as it was in the past.  When choosing the food, the local tourists are influenced by environment and other people 
culture which makes them love to eat other culture food as long as it doesn‘t prohibited by their religion or 
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beliefs. For example the Malay/Muslims doesn‘t mind eating the Chinese food or other culture food as long as 
its proven Halal by the Authorities  
Another interesting finding is that they are very particular when it comes to food, especially the people in 
the food industry. They strived to give the most value for money food towards their customer. In this context, 
they don‘t mind exchange the food if it doesn‘t meet the customer‘s wants and needs. With the support of the 
local authorities in maintaining the level food standards, cleanliness and price this makes the hawkers stall strive 
to become the best food provider. Despite inevitable change as time progresses, the local people of Penang are 
seen to be proud of their heritage embodied in their cuisine continue to revive and conserve traditional methods, 
by continually working to perfect existing dishes and organizing events that continue to promote its culinary 
delights. 
During interviews, when asked on methods or preparation or foods associated with their ethnic groups. The 
process of mix and match foods from different ethnic groups in their everyday eating is the essential uniting 
factor of all ethnic influences in local dishes of Penang under the ―hawker food‖. This supports Penang food 
habits feature some of the most unique fusion of ethnic cuisines in the world. In fact the Guiness Book of 
Records (2002) list Malaysian food to be the most diverse in the world, with Penang food undoubtedly 
contributing significantly to this claim.         
Padang Kota Lama is popular among Malay visitors compare to other race as there have a lot of Malay 
foods. In order to balance the number of Malay visitors and other race go to Padang Kota Lama, they should 
have more halal Chinese hawkers in Padang Kota Lama to attract more non-Malay visitors. Hence, they should 
focus on promoting other culture foods to attract more visitors from different cultures.  
Most of travelers‘ household income range less than RM50, 000 annually and Padang Kota Lama target market 
is more focus on affordable people. So, to attract travelers whose household income is more than RM50,000, the 
government should focus more on improving of facilities and cleanliness by upgrading facilities for visitor‘s 
convenience such as vending toilets or mobile toilets, provide air-conditioner with separate area between non-
smoking area and smoking area. Thus, the government should provide disabled facilities for disabled people as 
from our observation; they do not provide disabled facilities for the convenience for disabled people. They also 
should add more parking spaces and widen food court area as the place is space limited due to event held there. 
For example, many roads and parking space at Padang Kota Lama were blocked due to motor race event held 
there and traffic jammed might occurred and destruct the convenience of the visitors who wish to go there.  
Moreover, the Ministry of Tourism Penang should promote more on mass media such as websites and 
advertisement by updating information about foods provided in Padang Kota Lama as most of the visitors get 
information from peers and word-of-mouth. The hawkers also are encourage to put more effort in promoting 
Chinese foods especially Hokkien Mee as most of travelers and tourists dislike it. Therefore, the hawkers owner 
should improve their skills in producing good quality of Hokkien foods by attending courses or training provide 
by the government.  
Another important aspect is analyzing tourist overall perception and satisfaction towards the location of the 
foods or restaurant, café, and other food outlet. Hence, it is important to have a strategic location so that visitors 
can easily access to the foods outlet. When all of the restaurant or food outlets are grouped together in nearby 
location, it will be easier and convenience for them to dine from one place to another place. Other factors are 
cleanliness and variety choices of food that make them go to Penang to experience it. Supported by (Sanjur, 
1982) viewed that people are motivated go to Penang can be secured through high-quality products and services.   
In addition, the hawkers also must focus more on nutrition foods as it is needed for our body and people 
nowadays concern more on their health. They require adding healthy food in their menu as this may attract 
travelers to come. With the collaboration of Ministry of Tourism Penang, the hawkers should attract more 





Penang, with its cosmopolitan population and potpourri of cultures is renowned for its gastronomic 
delights that reflect a unique blend of ethnic influences; a complex inheritance attributed to its colorful history. 
The spice trade which attracted colonists during imperialist times brought on an influx of immigrants, whose 
inter-marriages with the locals, effectively fused cultures from various parts of Asia with indigenous ways. This 
eventually led to the creation of a distinctly multi-plural society fiercely proud of its heritage and rightly so. 
Penang cuisine is made up of four main ethnic groups of Chinese, Malay, Indian-Muslim (Mamak) and 
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